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• To determine if the audiences’ perceptions of WVU have become more 
favorable since the creative campaign, “Mountaineers Go First,” was 
launched in 2014 
o To determine if/what marketing efforts the audiences have noticed in 
terms of the campaign
o To determine if sentiment has become particularly favorable among the 
more academic-focused attributes
o Identify any other new associations that have become more strongly 
associated with the University
• A secondary objective is to determine awareness of WVU’s R1 status and 
gauge whether it has changed perceptions
Target:  
• Three surveys were developed for the following segments:
o Faculty and staff
o Alumni (Morgantown campus only)
o Current students
Methodology
• The Foundation emailed the survey to all alumni (804 responded)
• The student survey appeared in two issues of Unews (184 responded)
• Unews ran the survey for faculty/staff in two issues (345 responded) 
RESEARCH OBJECTIVES & METHODOLOGY
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
OVERALL BRAND HEALTH
Perceptions among students, faculty/staff and alumni appear to have changed for the better as a result of the  
“Mountaineers Go First” rebranding initiative, as well as WVU’s R1 research designation.  
There is strong buy-in from students, alumni and faculty/staff  that the campaign — whose goal is to show how 
students, faculty and staff are making strides in academics, research and service to others to better themselves —
reflects WVU’s core values. 
Thoughts about WVU being a party school are still fairly prevalent, but that image is beginning to diminish, at least 
“internally.” Over half the students still associate the term “party school” with the University. However, other word 
associations that bubble to the top among all three groups are “school spirit,” and “a leader in research that saves 
lives” and “student-oriented.” Other terms students and alumni most closely associate with WVU are “passionate” 
and “a point of pride for the state.”  Faculty/staff do link those terms as closely to the University, but that could be due 
to their factoring in such hot button topics as University policy.   
STUDENTS
Even many students who believe that WVU is a party school feel that it’s much more than that. Most believe the 
University has a very good reputation, overall. They also feel that WVU offers a quality education and that it provides 
countless opportunities that give students the freedom to make college exactly what they want it to be.  They also 
acknowledged that the campaign message has made them even more proud to be a Mountaineer and view themselves 
as leaders who are able to make a difference globally. The University’s R1 designation has also led students to think 
and/or talk more positively about the school. The vast majority indicated their willingness to recommend WVU to 
friends or family members. 
ALUMNI
Alumni gained exposure to the campaign in a variety of ways, with emails from the University being named most 
often. They believe the “Mountaineers Go First” message is befitting of the University and has led them to think more 
favorable about the school. A significant number of alumni acknowledged that the message makes them more likely 
to recommend WVU to potential students and, in fact, several indicated the campaign prompted them to encourage 
their own children to think about attending WVU.  
This change in thinking is the result of alumni feeling the overall message portrays the University in a more positive 
light and elevates its status both in terms of academics and research. The campaign’s message is also thought to 
convey the school as more student-focused and forward-thinking.  WVU’s R1 research designation has also proven to 
many that WVU is a serious, academic institution that has finally gained national recognition, while managing to 
squash the stereotype of it being a “party school.”  
FACULTY/STAFF
Faculty and staff have also embraced the messages that the “Mountaineers Go First” campaign conveys.  This group 
echoes many of the alumni’s sentiments and makes them think more highly of the University. Seemingly the group 
that is most aware of the negative perceptions many hold regarding the state and “party school” reputation, 
faculty/staff believe the campaign is helping the University draw attention to itself for its positive accomplishments –
in the state and in the world. 
Faculty/staff believe WVU’s R1 status has also helped elevate WVU to a more elite category of schools, increasing 
their level of pride in the school.      
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
OVERALL BRAND HEALTH
Q. Please indicate how closely you associate each word or phrase with West Virginia University. Use a scale 
from 0 to 10 where "10" means you associate it very closely with WVU and "0" means you don't associate it at 






































BRAND SURVEY: STUDENTS, FACULTY/STAFF & ALUMNI
Those words most commonly associated with WVU by students, alumni and faculty/staff are “school spirit” and “a 
point of pride for the state.”  While “passionate” is also a top association among alumni and students, the association 













































































Leader in research that impacts lives
Passionate
A point of pride for the state
School spirit
Students
Alumni and students’ top three word associations with 
WVU are the same: school-spirit, point of pride for the 
state and student-oriented.
Faculty/staff’s top three differ, and are dedicated faculty, 
inclusive and leader in research that impacts lives.
The association with a “party school” is highest among 
students (63%), though 51% of alumni and 43% of 
faculty/staff also associate the University with this term. 
BRAND SURVEY: STUDENTS, FACULTY/STAFF & ALUMNI
Q. Please indicate how closely you associate each word or phrase with West Virginia University. Use a scale 
from 0 to 10 where "10" means you associate it very closely with WVU and "0" means you don't associate it at 
all with WVU. You can use any number in between.






Excellent Very good Good Fair Poor
WVU’S Reputation
Nearly 6 in 10 (58%) rated WVU’s reputation as excellent of very good. About one-third (34%) said it was good.  





Excellent Very good Good Fair Poor
Quality of Academics
About three-fourths (74%) believe the quality of WVU’s academics is excellent or very good.  
BRAND SURVEY: STUDENTS
Q. Have you ever heard WVU mentioned as being a “party school?”
“I have said that it was rated the top party school in the country multiple years but is working hard to improve its 
image in that regard with alcohol, hazing, etc. restriction being put in place. I also assure people that this image 
does not define the entire campus or town. If you don't want this, don't go downtown on Friday night. It has worked 
for me for five years!”
“I would say that in recent years the WVU administration has cleaned up the social stigma of us being a party 
school. If people still look at us as a party school, they have either never been here or are not currently a student.  
Most people who say ‘party school’ are visitors wanting to brag about being someone with the title.  I don’t see 
students participating in use of that language in recent years.” 
“WVU is definitely a party school, but it's not just a party school. There are lots of opportunities to spend time with 
people and have a positive social life without partying and drinking. I think the partying group is the minority; 
however, their actions certainly make headlines.
“When I was an undergraduate student at WVU, I was a Resident Assistant. One of the things I heard from my 
residents is that they specifically chose to go to WVU to party. They even said they were just wanting to be here for 
one year and then drop out — and this was at our first meeting after move in! They referenced "I'm Schmacked" as 
drawing them in. The University has done a lot to mitigate this and move away from the party school image, but 
with I’m Schmacked, there's still work to do.”
All but 1% of students acknowledged having heard WVU mentioned as being a party school. When asked what, if 
anything, they said in response, they mentioned the following:
• WVU offers lots of opportunities
• It offers a quality education
• All schools are “party schools
• It’s been awarded an R1 research institution
• Some students might choose to live that lifestyle, but not everyone does
Q. If someone you knew asked you to describe WVU, what would you say? 
BRAND SURVEY: STUDENTS 
When students were asked how they would describe WVU, these were the terms they mentioned most often.
“A very large school, with a small school feel due 
to everyone being able to get involved in their 
passions, you will never feel like you are being 
looked over just because of the high volume of 
students.” — Freshman, NY
“There’s a lot of people here and that’s scary at first 
but WVU makes you feel like you’re not just a statistic, 
or another person in a classroom. The teachers 
genuinely want to help you. The people are welcoming. 
It’s so easy to make friends because there are so many 
people. The campus is beautiful and unique. Overall, 
WVU is a great place to be.” — Freshman, WV “It is a beautiful campus filled with lots of school 
spirit, especially during football games. There 
are so many ways to get involved through clubs, 
sports, and internships, etc. The academics are 
great and still allow time for one to have a social 
life.” — Freshman, OH
Several students were a bit guarded in their endorsement. They acknowledged that the party atmosphere can be a 
real distraction.    
“If you have the right mindset, you can make your time at WVU lucrative and set yourself on the path of a 
fulfilling career. However, if you don’t take your studies seriously, you will fail. While WVU does have the 
reputation of a party school, they also employ the work hard, play hard method. Don’t think that cheers, 
beers and Mountaineers means your classes will be easy and graduation will come with the snap of a finger.” 
— Senior, WV
“It’s a great school but you have to have determination to succeed.” – Transfer student, WV
“I would say it is a place were there are tons of opportunities for growth. You just have to make sure you go after 
the right things and don’t get distracted.” — Freshman, MD
BRAND SURVEY: STUDENTS





Extremely likely Very likely Somewhat likely Not very likely Not at all likely
Likely to Recommend
Today, over 8 in 10 students (82%) are extremely or very likely to recommend WVU to a friend or family member. 
BRAND SURVEY: FACULTY/STAFF & ALUMNI
Q. What words or phrases would you use to describe West Virginia University to family or friends?
When faculty/staff were asked the words or phrases they would use to describe WVU to family and friends, the 







Over 4 in 10 (44%) alumni acknowledged that, over the past five years, they developed a more favorable 





I have a more positive
perception of the University
I have a more negative
perception of the University





Q. How, if at all, has your perception of the University changed over the past five years?
Q. In your opinion, what is the single best reason for a student to attend WVU?
BRAND SURVEY: STUDENT & FACULTY/STAFF
Faculty/StaffStudents
As the word clouds below depict, faculty and staff had somewhat different responses as to what the single best 
reason is for a student to attend WVU. Faculty and staff focused more on WVU providing a quality education, 
being student-focused, having dedicated and supportive faculty, at an affordable price. While students also 
mentioned the quality of education, more often they mentioned the wide variety of opportunities available and 
how WVU is a great place, in general, that feels like home.   
Q. In your opinion, what is the biggest reason for a student NOT to attend an institution in the West Virginia 
University system?
BRAND SURVEY: FACULTY & STAFF
When faculty and staff were asked the biggest reason for a student not to attend a school in the WVU system, they 
cited there being a lack of several things — primarily diversity, as well as the campus being big and confusing, lack 
of academic prestige and that it has a party culture/reputation and cost.     
“Tuition goes up almost every year.  The choice they make in their first year may not fit their financial 
needs by their senior year.  An inability to anticipate the full cost is enough to direct students' 
attention elsewhere should price be a sticking point.”
“WVU is strongly focused on academics and research at a graduate level, however for undergraduates 
the focus on education is not as strong. Faculty members are more focused on research than student 
success and many undergraduates are only taught by GA instructors who are focused more on their 
research and graduate work than student success.”
“It's all too easy to get lost in the system if you're not prepared for life at a large institution.”
“MOUNTAINEERS GO FIRST” CAMPAIGN
Q. The goal of the "Mountaineers Go First" campaign is to show how students, faculty and staff are making 
strides in academics, research and service to others to better themselves, the University and the state of West 
Virginia. "Here, going first is in our blood. It’s in our sweat. And it’s in our nature. So we will go above. We will 
go beyond. And when everyone else goes back, Mountaineers Go First." Based on your experience, to what extent 
do you agree or disagree this represents the University's core values?















Over 8 in 10 students (85%) recalled seeing or hearing advertising or signage in or around campus that might 
be part of the “Mountaineers Go First” campaign. 
More students (86%) than alumni (77%) agree that the campaign’s message of WVU students, faculty and 




Q. What does “Mountaineers Go First” mean to you?
“We're finding new research and avenues that haven't been discovered yet. We've got students studying all over the 
world. WVU had provided a great opportunity for those in the state and attracted out-of-state Mountaineers with 
their programs. While they're dedicated to our state and where they come from, they're not afraid to pave their own 
path.”
“It means we all suffer. It means we all go through a time where we challenge ourselves but we persist. It means we 
see the people around us falter but we go forth to pursue a better life. It means even when the world around us 
crumbles, we become the beacon of hope for the world.”
“It means that we put our hearts and mind to the things that we want to accomplish and give full support behind 
everyone to go after their dreams.”
“It means that we are all apart of a bigger thing outside of ourselves on campus and we have the opportunities to 
express this through classes, service projects, student orgs, etc.”
“Going First” means you put yourself out there, even if you feel like you’ll fail. The chance for success is too great to 
not take a chance. For example at the beginning of this semester, I have been elected as a Resident Hall Association 
Representative. I put myself out there, even thought there were eight other people running for the position. The odds 
of failure were high but I persevered, and came out the other side with a Head Representative Position. I went First, 
because Mountaineers went first.” 

































At least half the alumni (55%) and nine in ten faculty/staff members (91%) recalled having seen or heard 
the campaign message. Alumni gained exposure to it in a variety of ways — the top three being emails 
from the University (62%), WVU Magazine (51%) and social media (50%).   
Q. In February 2015, the University launched a new creative campaign, "Mountaineers Go First." The campaign 
was intended to promote a strong University brand and define the University's core values. Do you recall seeing 
or hearing anything related to this campaign?
BRAND SURVEY: ALUMNI
Q. Does the concept of "Mountaineers Go First" make you think about WVU in a way you hadn't thought about it 











About half of both alumni and faculty/staff acknowledged that the campaign makes them think differently about 
WVU. 
BRAND SURVEY: ALUMNI & FACULTY/STAFF
The campaign’s message was clearly conveyed and has impacted the way alumni perceive the University in several 
ways. 
• WVU now competes on a national level (17)
• Mountaineers are leaders, not followers (19)
• WVU is more student-focused and wants its students to succeed (16)
• The campaign elicits school pride (16)
• Draws more attention to the University as a whole in more positive ways (13)
• The University is a bold innovator (12)
Faculty/staff’s comments were similar. The campaign elicits pride in what is no longer “just a hometown kind of 
school,” conveys that the university is innovative, offers a stronger academic program and is more student-focused.   
BRAND SURVEY: ALUMNI 
Q. How does the message change the way you think about or talk about WVU?
Alumni Verbatims:
“When I first heard the phrase, ‘Mountaineers Go First’ I thought of all the ‘firsts’ in inventions, innovations and creative thought 
that countless graduates of this institution are responsible for throughout the world. Inventions like mine monitoring devices, 
agricultural innovations such as ‘Apple-pickers,’ not to mention the countless contributions graduates in medicine, education, and 
business and industry have made that helped to create not just a better world, but a better universe.”
“It made me reflect on how WVU is trying to rebrand into an innovative, leading academic university instead of the old image of 
being a party school.” 
“’Mountaineers Go First’ changed the way I think about the university by helping my understanding that there is life beyond what is 
experienced on campus. We want to go first. We want to chase our dreams and be leaders in our careers. This phrase provides 
something more than a sporting chant such as ‘Let's Go Mountaineers!’ It alludes to paving a way to greatness and bringing others 
along the journey with you.” 
“The message suggests two things: a push to unknown or unfamiliar frontiers and a higher standard in doing so. When I attended 
WVU, it had the well-earned reputation as a party school, something I was honestly embarrassed by. The school seemed more to exist 
than to strive. Campaigns such as this — if embraced by the community and incorporated into its character — can help move the 
university beyond its negative stereotypes.”
“The message — ‘Mountaineers Go First’ — has reminded me of how bold and innovative so many of our graduates become while 
undergoing their studies and how they affirmatively use their knowledge and skills to make the world a better place after graduation. 
It has also reminded me of how many top scholars — Rhodes, Truman, etc. — we have, rivaling and even excelling many ivy league 
schools.” 
“This message fills me with pride when thinking or talking about WVU. Our reputation used to be so strongly based on being a ‘party 
school.’ During my 8 years at WVU, I've seen this change so much and I think ‘Mountaineers Go First’ is the perfect way to describe 
where we are now. As a university and community, we're more focused on the goals and achievements of the students and faculty here. 
This message just emphasizes all of these things and shows that we're capable of more than people used to expect.”  
BRAND SURVEY: FACULTY/STAFF 
“West Virginia as a state, and WVU are often viewed as backwards and non-innovative. the "Go First" campaign is a great 
opportunity to demonstrate the ways the University is pushing the envelop and making a difference.”
“When the campaign first launched, my immediate reaction was "Go First" seems braggadocios and inconsiderate, which is the very 
opposite of WVU's underdog, humble schtick. But I understand the direction now and it's grown on me. I now see it as more of a R1 
research-focus.”
“I believe it creates the "family" theme it endeavored to.  I know it makes me feel like I am part of something to be proud of. To be 
honest I had not really recognized it's significance until this survey. It has been successful in a subversive way.” 
“It helps break the previous stigma that WVU is just a party school. The YouTube video gives me goosebumps every time I watch it
because it's all about us making a difference and moving forward and not being afraid to try things differently.” 
“WVU friends, family, and fans need hope and I think this message provides them with a rallying point and a quiet inspiration to truly 
go first. Sometimes West Virginians get bogged down with the challenges of the state and the history of being known for mediocrity —
this campaign serves as a reminder that we don't have to choose that narrative, but rather, than we can go first, achieve new things, 
and be pioneers in our fields, one day putting WV back on the map.” 
“This message makes me talk to people specifically about all of the wonderful things that take place here at WVU with academics,
athletics, research, medicine, etc. as opposed to the party aspects and "fun" that a small population on campus promotes.”
“WVU is committed to improving the state through its research, hospital system, development of in-state students, etc. ... Since
becoming employed here 3 months ago, I have been emailing offices (global affairs, multicultural affairs, service and learning) for 
opportunities to engage weekly outside my office. It seems like there are many one-day-and-done volunteering events around campus. 
However, I look for sustained participation to build relationships, reflect on experiences in small groups, and take time to develop a 
key life experience. WVU needs Mountaineers to Go First in living in solidarity with others, fully learning other's perspectives, and 
living out compassionate lives that are not ego-centric.” 
Faculty/Staff Verbatims:
Q. How does the message change the way you think about or talk about WVU?
“The message allowed me to consider my youngest daughter who suffers from anxiety to apply to attend 
school there. We have great schools in Texas and she’s going to be a long way from home.” — Alumni
“That campaign was when I really started discussing the possibility of going there with my kids.” — Alumni
“The campaign helped me steer my student (junior) to attend. I’m an ‘89 graduate. WVU visitiation was just 
about perfect and sold him immediately.” — Alumni
BRAND SURVEY: ALUMNI & FACULTY/STAFF
When they were specifically asked if the campaign impacted their likelihood to recommend WVU to a potential student 
just over 4 in 10 (43%) alumni said they were more likely to. In fact, the campaign’s message led some to encourage 
their student to give the University serious consideration.







More likely to recommend Less likely to recommend The campaign has not had an impact
Likely to Recommend
Faculty/Staff Alumni
Faculty/staff (58%) are more likely than alumni (43%) to recommend WVU as a result of reading or hearing the 
campaign message. 
Q. The goal of the "Mountaineers Go First" campaign is to show how students, faculty and staff are making strides in 
academics, research and service to others to better themselves, the University and the state of West Virginia. "Here, 
going first is in our blood. It’s in our sweat. And it’s in our nature. So we will go above. We will go beyond. And when 
everyone else goes back, Mountaineers Go First." Based on your experience, to what extent do you agree or disagree 





















BRAND SURVEY: ALUMNI & FACULTY/STAFF
Over 7 in 10 of alumni (78%) and faculty/staff (73%), as well as 87% of students and agree that the 
campaign’s message represent the University’s core values (and for faculty/staff reflects West Virginia 
University).






The message the campaign conveys has helped elicit a sense of pride among 84% of the students.  
Alumni
BRAND SURVEY:  ALUMNI
Q. Do you feel the "Mountaineers Go First" campaign — which defines WVU's brand — in combination with the 
University's R1 research status, have given you a greater sense of pride about being a WVU alum? Helped build a greater 
sense of community and pride within the University?
About two-thirds of alumni (66%) and about half of the faculty/staff (51%) said the campaign, along with WVU’s R1 
research status, has given them a greater sense of pride about being a WVU alum and helped build a greater sense of 




Don’t know 27% 17%
Greater Sense of Pride
R1 RESEARCH DESIGNATION
Q. In February 2016, West Virginia University became designated as an R1 research-activity institution, making it one 
of just 119 other universities to occupy the R1 category. It has maintained that status. Has this designation made you 







Thinks or talks about WVU in a more positive way
Does not change the way you think about or talk about
WVU
Alumni
BRAND SURVEY: STUDENTS, ALUMNI, FACULTY/STAFF
Two-thirds of alumni (67%) and 7 in 10 faculty/staff (69%) and over 8 in 10 students (85%) said that WVU’s R1 
designation has changed the way they think or talk about the University for the better.  
Students Alumni Faculty/staff
Q.  Please explain how the University's R1 status has changed the way you think or talk about WVU. Please be 
as specific as possible.
BRAND SURVEY: ALUMNI
“WVU's R1 status underlines the high level of academic experience the university can offer. It will attract greater funding for 
research which will in turn create more opportunities for students and the university. It also makes a statement that WVU is not
merely a party school. It demonstrates that WVU can offer a high value-for-money experience for students deciding / choosing 
between another academic institution with a much higher tuition for tertiary studies.”
“Always believed WVU excellence, but the designation reinforced the belief. It is something I can use to promote the university 
and state while I live in California.”
“Working in a large, global company, I work with people from many ‘distinguished institutions.’ I have always perceived WVU as 
a distinguished institution but others who are not familiar with WVU have not had the same understanding. Having an R1 
designation, in my mind, is critical to support me when I talk about the value added research and societal contribution of WVU. “
“I believe it enhances WVU's reputation in relation to other universities that many consider to be exceptional schools. While WVU 
has been included among the top tier for some time, the status allows a supporter to note WVU is already there rather than trying 
to get there.” 
“Just another positive attribute that can be added when talking about the University.  Our designation has always been one of
‘party school,’ but we're so much more than that-academics are a key focus!  We deliver leaders!”
“There is a pride about WVU.  This helped encourage my daughter to attend WVU and my son is a senior and currently enrolling.
This R1 status helps me with this decision.”
Alumni who talk or speak differently about WVU since it earned its R1 research status do so because:   
• It provides valuable talking points about the University
• It helps dispel its “party school” reputation
• It builds a sense of pride
• It’s indicative that WVU has become more academic-focused 
BRAND SURVEY: FACULTY/STAFF
“It is a reflection on what is happening on a research level and enables us to have a little more prestige 
on a national/global level.”
“Yes, it gives the University more credibility and elevates our school to another level (with Yale, 
Princeton, Harvard, etc.) That is something that West Virginia can really take pride in especially with all 
of the negative stereotypes that WV typically endures. It shows that we take research and innovation 
seriously by maintaining this status along with other very prestigious schools.”
“I actually did not know about it until I went through employee orientation, and it made me think that 
the institution is extremely proud of the designation and will strive to maintain it.  It made me even proud 
to be a part of the university.”
“As a researcher who interacts with other R1 researchers, it means we are actually comparable. We still 
have fewer faculty and less funding, but it gives the appearance of comparability.”
“It seems to me that R1 institutions can go considerably further to recruit top-notch students from West 
Virginia, nationally, and internationally.”
“It makes me very proud to be an alum and employee of WVU to have this distinction. In speaking with 
potential students, parents, or just people in general, I take pride in this designation and explain to 
people just how truly amazing it is to be part of this elite group and the amazing work that is being done 
here to change and improve not just West Virginia, but the world.”
Q. Please explain how the University's R1 status has changed the way you think or talk about WVU. Please be as 
specific as possible.
Faculty/staff believe WVU’s R1 status elevates the University to a more prominent position and elicits a greater 
sense of pride, as well as gives WVU the ability to recruit higher quality students. 
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Q. When did you graduate from West Virginia University? If you earned multiple degrees, choose the year you 



















Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior Graduate student Transfer student
(regardless of
class)
Student Class
Faculty, 
26%
Staff, 
68%
Other, 
5%
